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What the UK election means for science
A Conservative majority, Scottish National Party rise and Liberal Democrat losses all have implications for research.
BY E L I Z A B E T H G I B N E Y
F rom an outright majority in Parliament for the Conservatives, to the decimation of the Liberal Democrats and the rise of the Scottish National Party, the UK general election on 7 May was full of surprises -many of which will have implications for science.
Scientists should expect an emphasis on austerity allied to economic growth -a pillar of the Conservative-led government of the past five years, which ruled in coalition with the Liberal Democrats. During that time, the science budget was frozen, and dropped in real terms. But there is support for science in Parliament, and an understanding of its relation to the economy, says Paul Nightingale, deputy director of the Science Policy Research Unit at the University of Sussex, UK. So cutting the research budget would be a "hard sell", he says. Instead, he expects "more explicit attempts to align research with economic growth".
Before the election, the Conservatives pledged to seek a "strong" deal at the United Nations climate negotiations in December that "keeps the goal of limiting global warming to two-degrees firmly in reach". The party also promised to end support for onshore wind farms and to encourage expansion of nuclear power and gas, including fracking. A certain outcome of the Conservative win is a referendum by 2017 on whether to leave the European Union. Nightingale suspects that people will vote to stay in. If Britain did leave, it would probably not be cut out of European research programmes, says Kieron Flanagan, a science-policy researcher at Manchester Business School. However, it would feel the loss of cash from a different European pot, which Britain uses to fund science-related infrastructure.
Meanwhile, the Scottish National Party's increased representation from 6 to 56 seats may affect science across the United Kingdom. Growing Scottish nationalism is likely to further a focus on regional development that was part of the Conservative Party's manifesto, says Nightingale. This could bolster a trend to allocate science funding directly from the Treasury in London to regional projects, such as the UK National Graphene Institute in Manchester, he says, rather than through national funding agencies. However, David Price, vice-provost for research at University College London, warns that without an increase in the science budget, the regional agenda would be pointless.
Another defining moment was the crash in support for the Liberal Democrats, who lost 49 of their previous 57 seats, including some highprofile MPs. Keenly felt by many scientists was the loss of Julian Huppert, the former Liberal Democrat MP for Cambridge. Previously a biochemist at the University of Cambridge, he was vocal on science issues and popular with scientists. On 8 May, Huppert teasingly expressed fears about the future: "Scientists love control experiments -but I certainly didn't want a Tory government to show how effective the Liberal Democrats actually were in government. " ■ Former Liberal Democrat MP Julian Huppert was a vocal supporter of science.
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